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A JUBILEE FOR YOU
Isa. 61:1-6; Luke 4:16-21
	a sermon by Mel Williams 
	Watts Street Baptist Church 
	February 20, 2000 (Jubilee Sunday)
We sometimes describe Watts Street Baptist Church as a "Baptist church with an ecumenical vision." Following this ecumenical spirit, today we join North Carolina churches of all denominations in observing "Jubilee Sunday." We are responding to a call from the North Carolina Council of Churches to focus this day and this year on the biblical summons for a Jubilee year. You will find in the foyers a copy of the Pastoral Letter signed by 19 bishops and judicatory heads -- and one maverick Baptist (yours truly!), urging us to join in a concerted effort to live out the principles of the biblical Jubilee.
Today is an opportunity for us to stand in solidarity with our friends who are Presbyterian, Episcopalian, Lutheran, Methodist, Roman Catholic, Moravian, and United Church of Christ. God knows that religious groups can be the source of much tension, disagreement and even hostility. But when this many religious communities can stand together, with intentions of being a Jubilee people, that’s worth a big celebration.
What do we mean by the Jubilee? It’s a celebration, but more than that. The Jubilee is a biblical term that describes a year of reform and renewal. It’s a time to move to a new beginning, a return to the order of community life that God intended. The intention of a Jubilee was to break the cycle of acquiring and dominating that excludes the poor. The Jubilee is a year to restore opportunities for all, especially the least privileged people among us. This is a year to focus on Jubilee justice as part of our response to God and God’s grace.
The basic texts for Jubilee come from Leviticus 25, Isaiah 61 and Luke 4. These passages spell out God’s dream for us humans-a dream of care for the earth, Sabbath rest, forgiveness, and freedom and prosperity for ALL people. Jubilee represents God’s "I Have a Dream" speech. But God needs our help to make it happen. Jubilee is more than a fanciful ideal; it’s a political, economic, and social reality for the poor, the least privileged among us.
The original Jubilee text from Leviticus requires that every fiftieth year slaves be released, debts cancelled, land allowed to rest, and property redistributed to its original owners. "You shall hallow the fiftieth year and you shall proclaim liberty throughout the land to all its inhabitants. It shall be a jubilee for you." (Lev. 25:10) This jubilee theme is incorporated into the vision of the "year of the Lord’s favor" in Isaiah 61 and in Jesus’ announcement of his mission in Luke 4. Jesus said that he came to proclaim "the year of the Lord’s favor," which means the Jubilee year.
 
The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me to bring good news to the poor...release to the captives... recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, and to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor." (Luke 4:18-19)
This text restates God’s dream; and when Jesus read it in the synagogue that day, he was announcing his mission. "It’s his job description," as Frances Barrett said to me recently. Now it’s our job description. How do we "bring good news to the poor."
This is the great concern of the NC bishops’ pastoral letter on the Jubilee. We all know that the present time in our state and nation is a time of unprecedented economic growth and material abundance. Many people are prospering, some becoming quick millionaires through drastic increases in the stock market.
But the gap between the rich and poor is growing. The boats have not lifted everybody. Many are struggling to survive, especially in eastern North Carolina following the floods. Twenty percent of American children are poor. Nearly one fourth of people in North Carolina are poor. And from God’s perspective, it doesn’t be that way.
The call for Jubilee is a call to address the disparity between rich (and that’s most of us) and poor. The Jubilee year is a time to "check and undo a high concentration of wealth in the hands of a few." (from a supplement to the NC Bishops’ Pastoral Letter on the Jubilee Year 2000)
What does this mean? In the NC Council of Churches pastoral letter, we are called to "see the face of Christ in the faces of those who suffer deprivation" and to seek to change the social structures that allow poverty to exist. Poverty is an affront to God! It doesn’t have to be this way! In this time of rampant prosperity, we need to find the will to do God’s will, which includes abolishing poverty--or at least reducing its damaging side-effects (increased school dropout rate, drugs, crime, inadequate parenting, etc.)
It’s a complicated issue. Some have said that throughout history we have always made sure that we have an underclass. Part of the reason is that we may need a lower class, peasants, to do our menial work, to be servants. Or do we need an underclass to maintain superiority, an elite class? Whatever the reason, the result is a kind of segregation (ghettoism) that keeps us separated from the poor. God says to us: "It doesn’t have to be this way."
Do any of us have personal friends who are poor? If not, why not? It was Will Campbell who said, "We have now forgiven black people for being black; but we haven’t forgiven poor people for being poor." We distance ourselves from the poor. We drive past them, around them.
 
But when we look deeper, the poor are us. The person who is economically poor is someone’s brother or sister or cousin. A few years ago one of my cousins called me to say that she heard that one of our cousins was now homeless, living on the street of a major southern city. With much concern and consternation, she said "What are we going to do about our cousin?" We checked on him and soon learned that he was living at a Salvation Army shelter, where he found a job working on the staff of the shelter. We are related to those who are poor.
The question before us in the Jubilee year is whether we can find our lost cousins and get them off the street. Can we abolish poverty, or at least to reduce it’s debilitating effects. The Pastoral Letter from the NC bishops is a call to move toward abolishing poverty. We know that the floods in eastern NC did terrible damage, but what the flood revealed is the widespread poverty in eastern NC that has been there for years!
Likewise, we have plenty of poverty in Durham, the city that also has the highest income level in the state. But we can walk four blocks from this church and find people in the Walltown neighborhood living at or near the poverty line. I hope that our goal, and the goal of our five Walltown partner churches, will be to find a way to abolish poverty in Walltown. That is not impossible, especially given the resources available in these prosperous times. One of the major antidotes to poverty is education, and we can work to make sure that every child in Walltown receives the same quality education that we want for our children. Those children really are "our children."
We are called to continue the ministry of Jesus. "The Spirit of the Lord is upon us because he has anointed us to preach good news to the poor."
But preaching is not enough! I once heard Millard Fuller, founder of Habitat for Humanity, say as he looked at a newly constructed Habitat house, "I’d rather see a sermon any day than hear one." The test of any sermon is whether it moves beyond words, through prayer, to action.
The beginning of our efforts to abolish poverty comes by first overcoming the distance between us and the poor. We have to find ways to develop relationships, where we can know one another. Jubilee justice is about "right relationships."
There is an old Hasidic tale about a rabbi and his students. The rabbi asked, "how can we determine the hour of dawn, when the night ends and the day begins?" One of the students said, "When from a distance you can distinguish between a dog and a sheep." "No," was the answer of the rabbi. "Is it when one can distinguish between a fig tree and a grapevine?" asked the second student. "No," the rabbi said. "Please tell us the answer," pleaded the third student. "It is," replied the wise teacher, "when you look into the face of a stranger and have enough light to recognize them as a brother or a sister. Until then, it is night and darkness is still with you." (From "Jubilee Justice: The Times Call Us," by Tom Cordaro and Madelyn Gould, vol., p, 54, Pax Christ USA)
In the Bible (Luke 19:1-9) Zaccheus is a case in point - a distant person, one to be avoided. He was a tax collector, and who likes tax collectors?! But Zaccheus becomes personally related to Jesus. Zaccheus had probably cheated people out of their money. But when he met Jesus, he was changed. He began to communicate in a direct way; and his response to Jesus was: "If I have taken money from anyone, I will repay it fourfold." He got the message of Jubilee. Through relationship, money gets shared, redistributed.
This is the point of the worldwide movement to abolish the debt of Third World countries. The poor have enough burdens on them, just to survive. If we can remove the burdensome debt of Third World countries, we can lighten the load, lift the heaviness. This is the goal of a national effort called "Jubilee 2000."
When we are baptized, we rise to follow Jesus. When Jesus rose from the waters of baptism, he began his ministry. Likewise, at our baptism we become ministers. This is the basis for our church’s principle "Every member a minister." The question for all of us is this: Will we recommit ourselves to our baptismal vows. Will we make renewed commitments to put God’s dream first. When we are baptized, we become ministers. We are following Jesus’ example. We too rise from baptism to continue Jesus’ Jubilee ministry.
"The Spirit of the Lord is upon me (upon US), because God has anointed us to bring good news to the poor." That’s Jubilee good news. But it’s not something we do by ourselves; it’s God’s work, and we are joining God in bringing about God’s Dream.
I’ve been searching for music appropriate to this Jubilee year. Of course, we can find jubilant songs and hymns. One canticle has "Jubilate" in the title; it means, "Give thanks and glory and praise." But we can’t stop there. The piece goes "Jubilate Deo"--"Give thanks and glory and praise to the Giver," to God. (from Maria Harris, PROCLAIM JUBILEE, p.101)
Let’s sing it: Ju-bi-la-te-Deo, ju-bi-la-te-Deo, Al-le-lu-ia. We’ll sing it twice--- as a round, beginning first with the right side of the congregation, followed by the left side. SINGING.
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